
And His Home Movie Has Been Raking in the Bucks Ever Since 



A braham Zapruder 
peered through the 
lens of his Bell & 
Howell Siran movie 
camera, and as the 
gleaming Lincoln 
Continental con- 
vertible carrying 
President John R Kennedy and his 
entourage slowly turned onto EEm 
Street, he set his camera in mo dan. 
The Dallas dressmaker lowered the 
camera from his ashen face IS seconds 
later, and nobody would ever ask him, 
“■Where were you when Kennedy was 
shot?*' 

The Zapruder film has become the 
sacred text of the assasanadonoiogists, 
a document believed to unlock the 
unholy mysteries of JFK T s death, 

‘Tf you go to Dallas, it’s really quite 
remarkable,” says Josiah Thompson, 
author of Six Seconds in Dallas : A Mi- 
cromtdy of thi Kennedy Assassination 
(1967), considered one of the seminal 
JFK assassination books. “You stand 
down in Deaiey Plaza and you see 
people bending over 10 pick up a rwi# 
or a leaf. You see them wandering 
about, looking around as if this bright- 
ly lit public square contains some sort 
of secret chat you can find if you look 
long enough/' 

And as n ich all scripture, there art nearly 
Si many interpreEattom of the film as there 
are believers. Zapru tier's humble home 
movie hast been slowed down, run back- 
ward, enlarged, enhanced, and deconstruct- 
ed, and still nurtures fresh theories, new be- 
lief systems. It's been studied in excru- 
ciating detail by a parade of official investiga- 



tions including the Warren Commission, the 
Rockefeller OnMinisston, the Church Com- 
mittee, Jim Garrison's investigation, the 
Texas attorney general 1 ? invesufarion, and 
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the House Select Committee or Assassina- 
tions. The film was advanced by the Warren 
Gonamisaort as being consistent with its lone 
gunman theory, was rbe centerpiece of 
scones of -mbsequient books that refuted the 
official government new, and came full cir- 
cle last year when Cbj* Qoatd author Gerald 
Posner relied on a cQmptiterrenbanosd copy 
of the Zap ruder iilm to buttress his retro 
theory that Oswald acted alone. Assassina- 
tion theorists ding to their views like funda- 
mentalist preachers* quoting chapter and 
verse of the Zapruder film, their scripture in 
celluloid. How do I know who killed Kenne- 
dy> My Zapruder lilm tdls me so. 

And what religion would be complete 
without the clash of God and Mammon? The 
Zapruder film may be the repository' of the 
sacred, but if you want to use any portion of 
the film for commercial purposes, it will cost 
you. Abe Zapruder died in S970. and the 
rights to the film are now controlled by a 
company set up by Zapmdcr's widow and 
two children, including Abe's son, Henry G. 
Zapmdcr, a Washington lawyer wEtfi offices 
on 13th Street NW, Inquiries about the Za- 
pruder film are directed to another Washing- 
ton attorney, James L, Silverhcrg. a copy- 
right lawyer who acts as the fa mil y's agent, 
islverbetg quoted Washn^n Cay a 
price of $2,000 to publish three or fewer 
frames o[ the Zapruder film on the cover — 2 
bargain, since national magazines, according 
to SHverber|, are routinely charged more 
titan four times that ampum. And the three- 
frame limit is negotiable. 

“If four frames were needed for an analysis 
uf the angle of entry of a buHct, as opposed 



to lust using it as a backdrop, that would 
make a difference," Sikerberg noted. 

The family is somewhat less mercenary 
when it comes to private or noncommercial 
use of the film. Researchers can obtain 
35mm slide or a VH$ dub of the Zapruder 
film, for a nominal fee. provided they return 
the material, and in some cases, SUveibcrg 
says, the fee a waived for hardship cases. 

"I have a letter written in crayon from an 
S-year-dd in South Africa who wanes a copy 
of the Zapruder film,” Silverberg says. Save 
those pennies, kids, and you cm have a head 
shot of your own. 

T he most famous home movie of ail time 
almost wasn't made. On the rooming of 
Nov. 22, Zapruder figured that min 
would prevent the president's motorcade 
from passing through downtown Dallas, so 
he didn't bring his movie camera to work, 
fortunately for millions of future JFK assas- 
sination buffs Zapruder 's secretary, Lillian 
Rogers, told her boss chat he was missing a 
once-in-a-Jifeiirnc chance to film a president 
'she was right about that) and convinced 
Zapruder to make a ;4-mik round-trip drive 
trom his office on Elm Street, near Jack 
Ruby's nightclub, to retrieve his pride and 
joy: Beil & Howell's top^f-the-line 3mm 
movie camera, the Executive model, which 
was equipped with a telephoto lens, 

Zapruder returned to downtown Dallas in 
tune to stake out a good vantage point to 
film the j^oiDrcade, dimbing atop a +-ibot- 
high concrete block on 2 grassy knoll in 
Daley PJaza. Zapruder wasn';; the only one 
in Deaiey Plaza making sure he would have 
2 clear shot at Kennedy. But who else? 
Where? How many? 

With the camera's speed control set on 
“run” and the lens on ''telephoto, 11 Zapruder 
began filming just as the presidential limou- 
sine turned Left, onto Elm Street and passed 
the front door of the Texas School Book 
Depositor)', The itmo slowed to U rttph as it 
made the sharp left, and President Kennedy 
and Jackie arc seen smiling and waving to 
people on their right and Left. The limo be- 
gins co disappear briefly behind a Freeway 



sign, the last moment Abe Zapruder and the 
world would see Kennedy dive and wdl, 
When Kennedy emerges from behind the 
sign, he Is already clenching his fists and 
bringing his arms up toward his throat, like 
e man strapped into a rowing machine- In 
the jump seat of the car, Tora? Gov. John 
Connaily turns to look over his right shoul- 
der. stops, and then begins looking over bis 
left shoulder. Suddenly, CoonalEys hair flies 
up and his mouth open?, clearly in reaction 
to having been shot. Jackie pieces Iter hand 
on her husband's splayed elbow? and looks 
at him with a puzzled expression a? he 
slumps towards her. 

Several seconds later — at Zapruder frame 
No, 3 1 3-— the president’s head explodes in a 
pink-and ■ white mist of blood and bra in mat- 
ter. Somehow, Zapruder keep? his camera 1 
running. Kennedy's body jerks back violent- 1 
ty against the scat and slumps toward the : 
floor. Jackie dimbs onto the tE-uuk of the 
limousine, where she is met by Secret Ser- 
vice Agent Clint Hill, who pushes her back 
into the seat. The Jimoustrwr accelerates as it 
travels under a triple underpass. At chat 
pomr, Abe Zapruder stop? filming, lowering 
the Bell & Howell freon hi? eye jnd begin- 
ning his new life as the Kennedy assassina- 
tion's chief dnemarographer. 

Abe’s son Henry declined to be inter- 
viewed for this article, and according to his 
secretary never speaks to rhe media about 
the film that bean? the family name. His re- 
luctance to speak publicly whjJe still turning 
a handsome profit from the film is consistent 
with his father’s behavior. Minutes after the 
shooting, Abe Zapruder returned to tds of- 
fice and Locked his Bell & Howell in the 
company sale, A few hour? later, bdrresi 
Sdrrels of the Secret Service arrived, having 
discovered that Zapruder was in Dtaley Pla- 
za with a movie camera. (So were several 
other people, but Zapruder’s film would 
turn out to provide the best view of the as- 
sassination,) Zapruder’s film was developed 
that day at a local Eastman Kodak plant, 
and three copies were made— one for the Se- 
cret Service, one for the FBI, and one for 
Zapruder. 





Abraham Zapruder Shot John Kennedy... 



The ne*t day, a reprwentsdve from Lift 
magagfoe Jimmied at Zapruder's door and ne- 
gotiated 3 deal that gave the magazine exclu- 
sive worldwide rights to the film. ^forking 
around rhe dock. Life managed ro publish 
several black-and-white sdlta from the 2a- 
prrnier film in an issue shat was on the &em- 
stand four days after the assassinatioii. 

No doubt uncomfortable with ihe blood- 
money Aspect of die deal, Zapruder and Life 
ai first refused to disdosc any details about 
the transaction. Several media outlets quoted 
a figure of $25*000, and Zapruder himself 
testified before the Warren Commission: 

"I received $25,000, as you know, and I 
have given that to the Firemen's and Poise- 
men’s Benevolence with a suggestion [to re- 
serve the money] for Mis. Tippir [the widow 
of the Dallas policeman Oswald was accused 
of shooting].” 

But most assassination resegjcbere believe 
chat Life paid Zapruder doser to 5250*000, 
or Ed times what Zapruder bad testified un- 
der oath. In 297$, Lift sold the film rights 
back to the Zapruder estate for $1, having 
decided that ownership of the film was em- 
barrassing for Time Inc, Since then, the Zn- 
pruder family has sdd one-time rights to the 
film co a steady parade of researchers pro- 
ducing books* films* and decumenories On 
die assassination, sometimes collecting tens 
of thousands of dollars for a single use. 

The Zapruder ftlut may now be the high- 
est-grossing snuff movie of aft time, 

^ While commercial use of the Zapruder 
film is bound by copyright law* manly view- 
ing the film won’t cast you a penny. Copies 
of the Zapruder film are available for public 
viewing at the National Archives' sew Sim 
branch in College Pack at 8601 Adelphi 
Road. It's best to get there when the branch 
opens ai 8:45 a.m-, or you can call ahead to 
reserve a copy at (501) 713-6790. Tell them 
Lee sent you. 

O n F Street NMt r , just around the comer 
from Ford's Theater, attorney Jins 
I-esar sits in a small office, surrounded 
on ail sides by assmriuS- As president and 
co-founder of the Assassination Archives, 
and Research Center, Lesar shares an office 
with the ghosts of seme of the most infa- 
mous names in American hisroty— Lee Os- 
wald, James bar] Ray* Sirhan Sirhan, John 
WILkes Booth, The center was established in 
1984 as a clearinghouse for Information on 
political assassinations, with particular em- 
phasis on the JFK killing. A decade after its 
founding* die center's small office looks like 



something out of the movie Brazil. More 
than 2,000 books are perched precariously 
on shelve stacked to the ceiling, Nembyri a 
48,000 -card index to the files of the FBI’s 
Dallas fidd office concerning the JFK assas- 
sination, along with IQC,Q00 pages of FBI 
headquarters tics cm the killing and two 
dozen file cabinets overflowing with news- 
papers, magazines, government documents, 
unpublished manuscripts, and research 



the omoe^-it's just that no one can put their 
hands on it, 

Lesar is one of the country's leading anor- 
neys in pursuing assassination-related docu- 
ments under the Freedom of rnfonnation 
Act. The cEuner In his office is, in a sense, a 
tribute to has persistence. In 19SS, Lesar was 
the attorney in a suit against the Zapruder 
family estate, filed on behalf of Chip Selby, a 
University of Maryland grad student who 
wanted to use portions of the Zapruder fsbn 
In a documentary' he was making. Selby 



couldn't secure timely permission from the 
Zapnidcrc, so Lesar assembled a legal case, 
seeking a ruling from the D,C- District 
Court that Selby’s First Amendment right of 
access to an historical document such as the 
Zapruder him overrode the Zapruder fami- 
ly's copyright inreresL The case was eventu- 
ally settled out of court, and Selby was per- 
mitted to use Zapruder frames in his film, 
Reasonabte. Doubt. 



ar believes the Zapruder fiddly has pot pri- 
vate gain ahead of the needs of hLscory, Pay- 
ing money to use the Zapruder films like 
handing over a foe to study the New Testa- 
ment. 

'The Zapruder film should be In the pub- 
lic domain,” says Lesar, clearing a space off 
a desk cluttered with photocopied govern- 
ment documents. “It’s an absolutely critical 
piece of evidence in what may well be one of 
the most important poLidcal questions in 
U,S- history^ this century, l think Henry Za- 
pruder' s made a hell yf a lot of money off of 



the film. I’d be surprised if it weren't more 
than a millkwi dollars, l know he made a lot 
last year [the 30th anniversary of the 
aHsassinadon]* and during the furor over the 
Oliver Stone movie UFK].’’ 

’/[ don't dunk anyr me shduld buyejo pay 
jjr ': i ic~7!a p njder filn;,”~ agrees Si -year-old 
Tb ft ' j^i ajiaTinri researcher Harold Wets - 
~ Ecrig, Iiur nof br m e book 

" IlHTT"" A nd j p raciicc wfiat 1 preach. "I'v e 
"gotten' a Until ot a mllhon pages [h tOugh the 
“C rcedom of IntottruiLion Art. anil i give un- 
' supervised access to them and use ot a oopF 
er at no charge to any researcher. '^ “ 
bootleg copies ot the Zapruder film have 
been screened and sold openly at nmtsirta- 
tfoo lectures and Conventions for yc&re. Jour- 
nalist Glenn Garvin, who worked as a Time 
stringer in 1973, remembers befog assigned 
by the magazine to attend a speech given at 
Stanford University by an assassination re- 
searcher to determine whether the Zapruder 
film was befog used without Time Inc.'s per- 
mission. 

“ft turned nut the speaker showed dais 
horrible lOth-genentoon bootleg of the Za- 
pruder film,” recalls Garvin. “It could have 
shown aliens abducting Kennedy and put- 
ting a doubte in his place for all you could 
make out. But l still had to report back to 
my editor char the film was bang used with- 
out permission,” 

Usually* a vaguely menacing tetter from a 
copyright lawyer is enough so stop most cas- 
ts of uiiauthorited Lt$e. Copyright infringers 
are liable for statutory dimages of up to 
520,000* and as much as $100,000 if die 
infringement is deemed “willful.” Still, that 
hasn't stopped some rssearchers from chal- 
lenging the private ownership of the Zanru- 
der film, risking martyrdom for rhe cause. 

T he most celebrated iegal challenge was 
Ini dared by JFK agamnarfoa research- 
er Josiah Thompson in S suit against 
Time Inc. in 196S, back when the publish- 
ing giant sriil controlled the rights to the Za- 
pnid-r film. Prior to the assassinatfon, 
Thompson was a college professor of philos- 
ophy specalizfog m Kierkegaard, as good a 
grouncUng for die labyrinthine search for an- 
swers in the Kennedy killing as any. Shortly 
after the Warren Cdmimssfort released its 
report, Thompson began studying ballistics 
to understand better the fotricariffi of the 
cas* against Oswald, lie was hired as a re- 
searcher by Life In 1966 and charged with 
leading the magazine’s wnrinufog invesriga- 
tion into the assassination, Thompson's dig- 
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